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The Russians, never having excelled in navigation and shipbuilding, were only partly successful in their efforts for the promotion of a mercantile marine. Typical of the shipping concerns of the post-reform period was the Russian Steamship Company for the advancement of commerce in the Black Sea and the Sea of Azov; the company, founded in 1856, was under the patronage of the emperor and was the recipient of generous subventions and other bounties. In 1860 11,000 seagoing ships with an aggregate tonnage of 2.1 million called at Russian ports; in 1880 15,400 ships with a tonnage of 5.4 million; in 1900 the number of ships declined to 10,600, but their tonnage increased to 87 million. Russia's share in her sea-borne trade, however, shrank. In 1850 vessels of Russian registry accounted for 15.1 per cent of the tonnage of ships calling at Russian ports; in 1900 this ratio had fallen to 11.8 per cent. On the high seas and internal waterways sailing vessels were gradually replaced by steamships. The number of river steamers rose from 400 in 1860 to 2,500 in 1895.
Postal and telegraph services were operated by the government and were administered, at different times, either by the ministry of the interior or by a special department. Postage stamps for domestic mail were introduced in 1857 and for foreign mail in 1864; ten years later Russia was among the founders of the Universal Postal Union. The number of letters sent through the mail had risen from 33.9 million in 1854 to 198.8 million in 1878, hardly an impressive figure for a population of some 80 or 90 million. Between 1855 and 1880 the length of the telegraph network increased from 2,000 to 75,000 versts. In 1866 the importation of telegraph equipment was discontinued, all necessary materials and apparatus being then manufactured in Russia. Shipbuilding, on the other hand, in spite of government subsidies, made little progress. As late as 1914, 85.4 per cent of the tonnage of Russian steamships was built abroad, chiefly in England.
TRADE
The second half of the nineteenth century was a period of rapid expansion of international markets. Population growth, rising standards of living, technical inventions, and revolutionary changes in methods of transportation (steamships and railways) were all important elements in this process, which had a profound effect upon the volume and character of Russian foreign trade. Its progress is indicated in the following table: